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Charles West
Lordship in ninth-century Francia: the case of Bishop Hincmar of Laon and his followers*
The notion of lordship has long played a role as a backdrop to research on honourable forms of dependence in the Latin West during the Middle Ages, but recent work has further emphasised its importance for understanding the exercise of power, and for social history more broadly in this period.
1
Encouraged by Susan Reynolds's broadside against over-schematised ideas of vassalage and feudalism, medieval historians have sought to extricate themselves from legalist interpretations of medieval society, and many have turned to lordship instead. 2 Yet such a move has produced some significant uncertainties and disagreements. Among the most prominent of these uncertainties is whether Carolingian Francia was a society already permeated by lordship, or whether the age of lordship only really began after the turn of the first millennium.
This article seeks to contribute towards clarifying the issue by examining some especially revealing evidence from late ninth-century northern Francia for the relations between a Frankish bishop, Hincmar of Laon (died 879), and his secular * Versions of this paper were read at the Cambridge Late Antiquity Network Seminar (CLANS) and, some time previously, at the IHR Earlier Medieval Seminar. I am grateful to the audiences at these events, as well as Professor Dame Jinty Nelson, Dr Simon Loseby and Dr Emma Hunter, for helping to knock rough edges off earlier versions of this text. I am also indebted to this journal's anonymous readers for their comments.
Raymond Aron, 'Macht, power, puissance: Democratic Prose or Demoniacal Poetry?', in Steven Lukes (ed.), Power (Oxford, 1986) , evaluates different language traditions in a Weberian context. given to this word by Max Weber. 11 Rejecting the relevance of 'bourgeois' concepts like the state to 'Old Europe', a world whose cognitive categories they thought eluded the analytical tools developed since the French Revolution, and attacking the work of contemporary legal historians like Heinrich Mitteis, their preference was to deploy the concepts of the evidence itself ('Quellenbegriffe') in nothing less than an alternative approach to the study of history.
12
For these historians, closely linked to the so-called neue
Verfassungsgeschichte movement, and the intellectual forebears of conceptual history in its modern form (Begriffsgeschichte), Herrschaft, as a mode of power with roots in Germanic antiquity that was personal, unequal yet reciprocal, was not an analytical term, nor merely a descriptive one either. Rather, it invoked a core or an essence that underlay all other exercises of power in the pre-modern era. It constituted the essential organising principle for pre-modern European society, as the 'pre-eminent basis of legitimation' and the 'central concept of medieval constitutional history'.
13
When samples of the work of Brunner, Schlesinger and others came to be translated into English (for example in an influential collection of essays put together and translated by Frederic Cheyette in 1968), the notion of Herrschaft they had in 11 Melvin Richter, History of Political and Social Concepts: a Critical Introduction (New York, 1995), 58-78, offers an excellent account of Weber's notion of Herrschaft. For the difference between this Herrschaft and that espoused by Brunner and his colleagues, see Otto Brunner, 'Bemerkungen zu den Begriffen 'Herrschaft' und 'Legitimität'', in his Neue Wege der Verfassungs-und Sozialgeschichte (Göttingen, 1956) . 12 These assaults were not always entirely fair: in fact, historians like Mitteis were rather more innovative than Brunner and others gave credit for. See for example Heinrich Mitteis, 'Rechtsgeschichte und Machtgeschichte', in Gian Piero Bognetti et al. (eds.), Wirtschaft und Kultur. Festschrift für Alfons Dopsch (Leipzig, 1938) . My thanks to Gadi Algazi for this reference. 13 Otto Brunner, Land und Herrschaft: Grundfragen der territorialen Verfassungsgeschichte Südostdeutschlands im Mittelalter, 4th edn (Brünn, 1959) , translated by Howard Kaminsky and James van Horn Melton, Land and Lordship: Structures of Governance in Medieval Austria (Philadelphia, 1992) . The quotations come from the critical review of the literature by F. Graus, 'Verfassungsgeschichte des Mittelalters', Historische Zeitschrift, ccxliii (1986).
mind was rendered as 'lordship'. 14 It is fundamentally this understanding of lordship, albeit to some degree domesticated and refracted through different layers of historiography (and often alongside nods to Weber), that has been programmatically restated and developed in recent Anglophone, and to some extent Francophone, work, representing in effect a delayed reception of a Brunnerian approach to medieval history. 15 Enthusiasm for this notion of lordship has however been markedly more limited in the field of Carolingian history. In part this is perhaps because lordship tends to be analytically contrasted with the state, and English-speaking historians have generally been relaxed about the question of the state in the Carolingian period. 16 As a result, until recently relatively little consideration (though not none) was given by
Carolingian historians to the notion of lordship, who have tended to use the term to describe the outcome of social relations, and not an ingredient of them, and certainly have not elevated it into a fundamental principle of social interaction. 17 This was not merely a Carolingianist idiosyncrasy. Thomas Bisson, the historian responsible for perhaps the most programmatic assertion of the centrality of medieval lordship since 14 Frederic Cheyette (ed. and trans.), Lordship and Community in Medieval Europe (New York, 1967 21 Barton, Lordship, 222-3, arguing that post-Carolingian change took place principally in the steady multiplication of lords, not in the nature of lordship. Barton emphasises that his notion of lordship is based on Weber, but a Brunnerian inflection can be discerned too, expressed through his appeal to However, as Barton himself acknowledged, crucial elements of his thoughtprovoking argument in fact relied on post-Carolingian evidence. 22 What is needed to settle the question is investigation of authentically ninth-century material. Drawing on a dossier of material concerning the entourage of a Frankish bishop, effectively a cache of documentation about unequal personal relations, what follows is intended to provide that investigation.
II.
In 858, a young man named Hincmar was appointed to the bishopric of Laon in what is now northern France. The appointment doubtless owed something to family connections, for Hincmar was the nephew of the eponymous and influential archbishop of Rheims in whose province Laon was located. 23 This uncle had provided him with a first-rate education at Rheims, probably in preparation for the episcopate.
24
The young Hincmar seems to have been something of a child prodigy, mastering
Latin grammar, elements of Greek and the works of the Church Fathers, much to the proud archbishop's delight. Once securely installed as bishop of Laon, however, Hincmar began to draw on his education in ways of which his uncle did not approve, asserting a muscular view of episcopal autonomy against not only metropolitan authority but also royal power. This led to a complex, long-running set of disputes with Archbishop Hincmar and with King Charles the Bald, and eventually to the younger Hincmar's dramatic deposition in 871. Happily for the historian, one thing that Hincmar had learned from his uncle beyond a sure grasp of canon law was the importance of documentation.
Both uncle and nephew kept records of their correspondence and other texts; the survival, whether as originals or as copies, of the manuscripts in which these texts were copied means that we are relatively well-informed on the course of the dispute.
25
It is amongst this material that the evidence for Hincmar of Laon's secular retinue is preserved.
The documentation names around a dozen or so members of his retinue in different contexts. There were certainly however more, and an estimate of a group of thirty to forty men in Hincmar's entourage would probably not be far wrong.
26 These men were, as Hincmar and everyone else called them, 'his men' (mei homines). Sometimes this intimidation spilled over into actual physical violence. Hincmar's men were involved in a death which took place in the process of evicting a certain
Amalbert from the bishopric's land.
35
In return for this service, these men received personal favours and rewards from their lord. Hincmar considered himself personally responsible for them, and attempted to use his influence to shield them from formal legal proceedings.
But
Hincmar's followers stood to gain material benefits, besides. Lords were supposed to be generous, and as Hincmar put it, his men expected not just subsistence (subsistentia), but sufficiency (sufficientia). 37 That sufficentia might include gifts of valuable objects. Hincmar allegedly went so far as to melt down church gold and ornaments to make swords, belts, spurs and other symbols of elite status, including trouser buckles (hosobindas). 38 A major form of reward however was clearly landed property, usually called benefices (beneficia), and made up, so far as we can see, of rural estates cultivated by peasants, woods and of churches, all of which were managed by these men. 39 The sources make no bones about the fact that these men served for (proservire or praeservire) their benefices, which were revocable. 
III.
Bishop Hincmar should not be held up as a typical Carolingian lord, partly because he was after all a bishop, and partly because to assume that there was a 'typical' Carolingian lord would assert a uniformity that remains to be proved. own men, and also asking for him to act mercifully to another one of them.
62
Given this kind of context, to use the evidence from Laon to confirm that a high-status figure had personal relations with free dependants in which virtues of loyalty and reciprocity figured highly is to say nothing new, and in fact would superficially seem only to add weight to the case for Carolingian lordship. However, the evidence from Laon is unusual in that the information it provides goes beyond the snapshot -one letter of intercession, or an isolated incident -and instead gives some indication of the nature of the relationship in context. This permits two characteristics of the relation between lord and follower to emerge, which together suggest a rethinking of our categories may be advisable.
IV.
61 Martina Stratmann, 'Die Briefsammlung des Bischofs Herfrid von Auxerre (887-909), Deutsches Archiv, l (1994), 144 ('optimum croceum seu pretiosas alias res, quae manibus meis operari possunt'). The first of these characteristics is the degree of negotiability of the relationship between Hincmar and his men. For instance, it was rumoured that Hincmar had asked Grivo to take letters to Rome in the hope that Grivo would offer money to be excused the dangerous journey. Having heard this rumour, Grivo simply refused to the bishop's face to go. Grivo accepted the principle that he had to go to
Rome if the bishop needed him to, but did not consider that this obligation could be redeemed by a cash payment. In the face of this refusal, Hincmar (who denied he had been hoping for cash) was in turn prepared to compromise, offering to let Grivo off further messenger duties if he would carry out this particular task. 63 The episode illuminates how the performance of a specific task was framed through the negotiation of expectations, rather than the execution of mutually-understood, clearlydefined duties.
If the terms of Hincmar's service were flexible, so too were its rewards.
Although there was an acknowledged connection between land and service, the precise relationship between the two is never spelled out in our documentation. True, Hincmar's uncle once stated that such men should serve 'according to the quantity of their benefice', but this was probably meant as a rough and ready measure rather than a point of law. 64 After all, Hincmar could plausibly claim that he had given these men their benefices freely (gratis) (though others claimed that he had demanded money),
and not as a contractual payment. 65 These exchanges were clearly embedded in 63 Hincmar of Laon, Rotula Prolixa (ed. Schieffer), 370. relations of long-term familiarity. Sometimes it is made clear that the benefices these men received had been held by their fathers from previous bishops of Laon, and the impression is that it was normal for sons to be rewarded even during their fathers' lifetime, if they looked promising. As Archbishop Hincmar put it in an intervention on his nephew's behalf during a moment of rapprochement, 'Unless the calf is fed, the ox will not be yoked to the plough'. Still, even these paternal benefices needed to be renewed by the bishop of Laon. 66 There was nothing automatic about the process.
On some occasions, Hincmar indeed revoked the grants. When he was required to account for his actions, it is revealing that Hincmar justified himself not by the breach of a specific rule or particular obligation, but by means of rich narratives, which provide much of the evidence adduced above. At the Council of Attigny, on Sunday 18 June 870, Hincmar explained that he had stripped one of his men, named Ragenard, of his benefice, because Ragenard had failed to come and see him for a number of years; he added for good measure that Ragenard had sold the woodland on his benefice, and damaged the demesne and church. 67 His accusations against Grivo were even more vivid. Hincmar claimed that after Grivo had fallen out with him over the journey to Rome, he had then notified his neighbours (vicini) that they should take whatever they wanted from the woods he held from Hincmar, since he realised that he would not hold the benefice much longer. Grivo sold some timber to peasants (villani), and gave some away outright, so that when Hincmar's envoys arrived, they found the wood swarming with innumerable peasants (sine numero 66 Hincmar of Laon, Rotula Prolixa (ed. Schieffer), 370: 'mortuoque patre eius quod habuit beneficium illi dedi'. 67 Ibid., 369.
villanos), happily chopping down trees. 68 The picture Hincmar offers here is of a total breakdown of trust, rather than a simple breach of any particular rule.
The fluidity in services and rewards was further manifested in the expression of the relationship in its most basic terms. There was no lack of demonstrative behaviour between Hincmar and his men, who were familiar with throwing themselves at the bishop's feet to plead for forgiveness, or offering to undergo ritual humiliations (harmiscara), or both. 69 Yet there is no mention of any ceremony marking the entry of these figures into Hincmar's orbit, and there is no reason to assume that a commendation ceremony, the sort of event associated with a famous Tours formula, had taken place. 70 Hincmar did make his men swear an oath to himyet this was not a routine measure when they joined his retinue as old ideas of The pronounced indeterminacy of Hincmar's lordship over his retinue contrasts very clearly with concepts and practices of royal power visible from the very same set of sources. In fact, the main reason we know so much about the free clients of the bishop in the 860s and 870s is that King Charles intervened directly and forcefully in their lives, interventions that became caught up, and so were recorded, in the wider dispute. As will become clear, kingship was a far more defined presence in these men's lives than was any notion of lordship.
V.
From 
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In McKeon's reading, the 'real' story behind Charles's involvement was the king taking advantage of a convenient opportunity to discipline a bishop who was becoming a political liability.
By implication, the episode tells us little about the routine power or selfunderstanding of the king, and little about kingship's capacity to shape local society.
However, McKeon's hypothesis was not only founded on the questionable conviction that the Carolingian world was an undifferentiated place where everything was inter-related, his assertion that Hincmar possessed secret knowledge was based on decidedly fragile evidence.
81
Though politics doubtless played a part, Charles's actions were fundamentally a response to a challenge to how he conceived of his kingship, a challenge in the form of Hincmar's very public advocacy for episcopal independence.
Although Bishop Hincmar allegedly yearned for a layman's life, he had a strong conception of the dignity and privileges of episcopal office, and this led him to the conviction that the king's authority over his actions as bishop should be very limited. 82 In part, his position was justified by ancient canon law, but it was also based on texts of altogether more recent vintage, known today as the False or PseudoIsidorian Decretals, with whose production Hincmar may have been involved. 83 Emphasising the privileges of the diocesan bishop, these decretals stated that the authority of the metropolitan over suffragan bishops was effectively nominal, that bishops could not legitimately be brought to justice in a secular court, and, crucially, that the disposition of church's land was the bishop's decision, and his alone.
In
Hincmar's view, perhaps shared with other bishops too, texts like Pseudo-Isidore insulated himself and his men from royal authority, since he should be allowed to do whatever he liked with the resources of his church. 85 The problem was that this attitude was wholly incompatible with a principle central to Charles the Bald's kingship, the power of the king, the rex francorum, over all free Franks. 86 That Frankishness mattered much to Charles, perhaps even more than to his predecessors, is shown by the oath to him as king that he demanded in 854.
Whilst working within a long tradition of royal oaths, Charles was the first Carolingian ruler to specify that those swearing the oaths were Franks, franci, in this way conspicuously breaking with precedent. 87 Charles seems to have had in mind here not merely the aristocrats and elites, but the liberi homines, the 'free men'. Hincmar's about his homines to which King Charles and his court were sympathetic was that Ragenard had left Hincmar's escort when the bishop was on royal business in the Spanish March. To Hincmar's irritation (because he thought it was deliberately ignoring the matter of episcopal authority), this was deemed desertion from royal service, and treated as a crucial fact for the case.
95
So, while Charles's intervention was doubtless sparked by the political crisis instigated by an intransigent bishop, the point that Charles was hammering home in this case as he had in others was precisely that Hincmar's status as bishop was irrelevant: Hincmar's men were free men (liberi) who could accordingly also be thought of as Franks (Franci). 96 They might well have obligations towards other Franks such as the lord to whom they were commended, and if so these ought to be respected. 97 In this Charles was simply following Carolingian tradition, which generally promoted obligations of fidelity. 98 However, as their king, Charles claimed 94 For the army service, see Council of Douzy 871 (as n. 33 above), 507 and also the council's episcopal letter, 554 ('Franci homines… qui regi hostem de capite suo debent'); for the reference to the men as the homines liberi episcopii Laundunensi, Hartmann, 420, and ibid., 507; 508 further emphasised that Hincmar's clerics 'ac sui vassalli et servientes' should perform the 'debitum obsequium sicut seniori et episcopi'. 98 For a discussion of fidelity in capitulary legislation, see Stone, Morality, esp. 191-4 (cf. below, n. 136). Note however that often capitularies read as reinforcing lordship may in reality be about loyalty to kings. For instance, ch. 9 of the Capitulare missorum in Theodonis villa datum (Capitularia, ed. Boretius and Krause, i, no. 44, 124) is regularly cited in discussions of Carolingian lordship, because it states that no one will swear oaths of loyalty except to the king and 'his own lord' (unicuique proprio the right to a direct relationship that overrode any alternative relationships or dependencies. 99 It was to impress this principle that Charles sent agents (missi) to oblige Hincmar's men to make, or to renew, their oath to the king -the only oath that these men took upon which any weight was put. 100 When Hincmar protested, the predictable answer could be and was made that these were Franci homines, who were able to represent themselves.
101
It was Hincmar's strident assertion of episcopal autonomy that provoked King
Charles into issuing one of the clearest Carolingian statements about royal power over free men, in the capitulary of Pîtres of 869. If bishops acted unjustly to their clergy, that was something to be dealt with by the appropriate church procedures. But if bishops acted unjustly to their laity, then they were subject to royal authority in the matter: in this respect, their consecration did not mark them out. 102 As we have seen, and as Hincmar found out, this was not merely a theoretical point. The relationship of
Hincmar's retinue to the king was, when it came to it, more definite and closely conceptualised than their relationship to their lord, even a lord armed with the latest seniore canon law; that is why Hincmar's control over 'his men' began to break down under pressure from the king.
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VI.
Having characterised something of the relationship between Hincmar and his men, with particular reference to its negotiability and the role of the king, the question arises of whether any of this was distinct from later conditions. The answer might at first glance seem to be no. it. 111 The earliest of a group of similar texts, it set out defined periods of time in which assaults and violence were not to take place within the diocese. 112 While is true that the king retained a privileged place in this scheme, since only he was allowed to carry out military action during these times, he and his followers were nevertheless viewed as outsiders, riding through the region. 113 Moreover, the entire thrust of the text presupposes violence which the king is either unable or unwilling to control, and which a bishop is using his pastoral powers to regulate instead. Such texts do not imply anarchy, but they do give the impression of a perception that kings were now hands-off, unlike in the days of King Charles. Meanwhile, the Frankishness that had been so important for the ninth-century debates had all but disappeared; of the To some extent this points to a change in the character of the episcopal entourage, which now included influential local figures. 118 Yet more than that, the way that this land was now held in chains of tenure, 'descending' from the bishop through one or more intermediate levels to be 'held' by a third or fourth party suggests that the politics of benefice-giving had by the early twelfth century become altogether more complex and layered, with hints that 'benefice' was becoming a more specialised, almost technical term. 119 In one remarkable charter, the bishop of Laon confirmed a charter granting land at Éparcy which included land held in fief (feodi) by milites. The charter set out that notwithstanding the grant, these milites were entitled to remain in their land; they merely had to do homage (hominium) to the new owner.
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The appearance of what might be called a specialised vocabulary of lordship is prefigured by hints that contemporaries were beginning from the eleventh century to have a concept similar to the modern notion of lordship, as an abstraction. power over them. This is precisely the kind of abstraction that is missing from the abundant evidence for Hincmar's relations with his followers.
122
VII.
The evidence for the retinue of Bishop Hincmar offers a relatively detailed picture of an informal relationship between a lord and dependants who were not slaves, buttressed by expectations of loyalty and generosity. It therefore confirms, but also fills out, the broader picture of unequal personal relationships, marked by expectations of faithfulness on one side and of rewards on the other, which were undoubtedly widespread, powerful and important in Carolingian Francia, as shown by texts ranging from letters collections to royal capitularies. 123 In some ways, this might seem to represent just the kind of authentically ninth-century material required to
show that lordship was indeed 'already' present. Yet looked at more closely, and with later conditions in mind, difficulties with such an interpretation become apparent. Is lordship really the best way of thinking about these relationships?
To begin with, we should remember that lordship is a loaded word, one which by its very nature inscribes the pre-modern onto the evidence. Problematic in its own terms, a further consequence of this periodising force is, ironically, a certain degree of Still more problematic than the imposition of periodisation is however the essentialising work of lordship, as both term and concept. As discussed above, historians have seized upon lordship as an alternative to formal, 'institutional' kinds of power such as vassalage, which it is widely agreed is more a creation of legallyminded historians than an early medieval reality; in other words, they have advocated what could be considered a 'weak' version of lordship, in place of a strong. 126 Yet we might do well here to consider some of the criticism made of the German concept of Herrschaft. This too was conceived initially as a means of bypassing arid and unreal legalist constructions of the medieval past. In reality, though, far from acting as a transparent window onto past realities, the approach of Brunner and his colleagues has been shown to have projected assumptions from certain strands of pre-war German thought upon them. Representing late medieval society from the point of view of the dominant, Herrschaft theorists systematically elided social conflict by obliterating the heterogeneity of medieval power relations. 127 As a result, critics have least the old Roman one of property. 131 References in ninth-century texts to senioratus, an abstraction derived from senior, are not only infrequent (I have found just ten in total), but often concern royal power or manual labourers and moreover are, with one exception, references to very specific instances.
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Of course, as Susan Reynolds famously observed, we need to distinguish between words, concepts and things. 133 We cannot conclude that there was no Carolingian concept of lordship just because the Carolingians had no word for it (any more than we can conclude that they did not have a state for that reason). 134 Yet evidence for something that could be convincingly described as a 'concept of lordship' is actually strikingly -and revealingly -hard to find. 135 As Hincmar was certainly his men's lord, their senior, and their relationship was close, important and often intense. But his control over them 'as lord' does not seem to have been defined by anything more than powerful but generic moral platitudes about loyalty and generosity. As we have seen, there was neither any distinctive essence to it, nor did any unequivocal consequences flow from it: it was a matter purely for negotiation.
This fits well with the broader Carolingian evidence, too, and it is conspicuous that such relationships were only glancingly addressed in law codes or capitularies (and usually only in relation to kings).
If there was no coherent concept of lordship, this was not the result of a Carolingian inability to conceive of clearly defined forms of power altogether.
'Dishonourable' dependence between lords and those who worked the fields was increasingly being expressed through formalised property relations. 137 More to the point in the present case, the power wielded by both bishops and kings was increasingly elaborated in this period, too. 138 Compared to these, ideas of the relations between lord and follower were vague and undeveloped. Indeed, most of the normative evidence for followers and retinues, even when not directly about royal followers, is fundamentally shaped by kingship and the status of the free man, while the only use of senioratus in a generalising sense is as a rhetorically improvised equivalent for the far better defined potestas episcopi. 139 It is not therefore mere coincidence that the evidence for Hincmar's lordship discussed above is embedded within arguments about canon law and royal authority over free Franks: this was how the matter was perceived by contemporaries.
On the basis of the Laon evidence, set in its wider context, to assume that there was such a thing as lordship in late Carolingian Francia in fact hinders the investigation of how informal personal relations, conditioned by undoubtedly powerful moral values, continued to be shaped by a kingship that could evidently mobilise remarkable resources, both ideological and material, as it struggled to integrate new and disruptive articulations of the place of the church and its leaders in wider Frankish society. Suggesting that within the relations between lords and dependants there was something stable and consistent enough to warrant an abstraction, even if hedged about with qualifiers (talking of 'practices' of lordship, or emphasising its 'fluidity'), is to go beyond what the evidence really permits. To treat lordship as a 'reality' is to impose an artificial unity on an inchoate, undefined set of processual relationships that were in reality interstitial, and then to animate this categorisation, endowing it with agency and a life of its own.
Reification of this kind is of course a constant peril for the historian, whose terminology always threatens to over-categorise and over-define complex, fluid realities. What however elevates the problem from mere nominalist quibbling into something more significant in this particular instance is that a programmatic application of this notion of lordship to the Carolingian period actively obscures important processes of historical change, in the course of which a more coherent set of relations actually did emerge. 140 As we have seen, both vocabularies and practices that might justify a notion of lordship are increasingly clear from eleventh-and
140
The classic statement of this formalisation process is Chris Wickham, 'Debate: the Feudal Revolution', Past and Present, clvii (1995) . For an attempt to develop some of these ideas, see my Reframing the Feudal Revolution, as n. 122 above.
Hincmar's lordship over his men therefore masks great differences between his situation and that of, say, Bishop Gibuin or Bishop Elinand (1052-1095), let alone later Laon bishops imperiously demanding oaths from their followers in their courts. 142 Viewed in this way, it is not surprising that many historians who have enthusiastically adopted the concept of lordship, like Richard Barton, find it difficult to see much evidence for change in social practice between the Carolingian period and Europe in the eleventh and twelfth centuries. 143 Objectifying disparate, fluid relationships in the ninth century into a 'practice of lordship' with explanatory power inevitably renders the emergence of a reified lordship in the twelfth effectively undetectable. 'Lordship' turns out indeed to have been there already: but only because historians created it, and put it there.
VIII.
Historians need to incorporate affective, interpersonal and unequal relationships into their analysis of past societies; but approaching the noninstitutionalised exercise of power is always a very delicate business, perpetually prone to conceptual slippage. The evidence from Laon discussed in this article compellingly demonstrates the importance of these kinds of relations in the ninth century. Yet it also suggests that for the Carolingian period at least, a programmatic assertion of the importance of lordship as an explanatory framework shapes discussion in ways that skew our understanding of the historical dynamics at work.
Perhaps if historians are scrupulous in talking of lordship in the Carolingian period only as a consciously artificial term of convenience, hallowed by tradition, to describe the importance of personal relations and not to explain them, the dangers are not too great. 144 Yet in preference to terminology that not only, inadvertently or otherwise, gives the impression of being an authentic, direct translation of immanent 'medieval' values, but is also liable to confer an essence upon what were in fact plural and undefined relations, an essence that can then be invoked in historical argument, historians might at least consider making use instead of equally broad and inclusive but more genuinely neutral approaches to the informal exercise of power. 145 It is not, after all, essential to talk of lordship.
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One possibility would be to start talking, as some historians already routinely do, of early medieval patron-client relations. 147 Defined as personal, unequal but reciprocal, the terminology of patron-client relations fits the Carolingian evidence without prejudging it, and by avoiding any implication of 'essence', focuses attention 144 As many Carolingian specialists tend to: see n. 17 above.
145 on individuals and their actions, and not how an invisible force worked through them. 148 Full justice could be done to the importance in Carolingian politics and society of notions of loyalty and generosity, and indeed to the importance attached by contemporaries to being a good lord, through this equally flexible but far more neutral terminology. Permitting genuine medieval specificities to be identified, and not simply taken for granted, it would also promote the now long-standing and fruitful early medievalist proclivity for learning from other disciplines. 149 History is of course a recursive discipline, which never starts from a blank slate. We cannot simply ignore or discard the scholarship of previous generations because their history is revealed as zeitbedingt, since this happens in due course to all histories. We need abstract nouns, even if they invariably develop 'baggage'. 150 But we do need to take care that our abstractions remain subordinated to the research agenda, and are not in fact tacitly setting it. For all its allure, the concept of lordship has the potential to become tyrannical, too.
